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NON-TRADITIONAL STUDENTS GROWING IN 
NUMBERS AT UNIVERSITY OF MONTANA
By Kathryn D. Hubbell 
UM News and Publications
MISSOULA —
A quiet revolution has swept across American college campuses in the 
past decade. The hallmarks of the revolution include PTA notices and grocery 
lists mixed in with homework assignments, stray conversations about day care 
and dirty dishes in the sink, and the appearance of several new outspoken 
personalities in the classroom. The older, non-traditional student has 
arrived in record numbers and is changing the face of American higher 
educat ion.
The University of Montana has felt the impact, as have universities 
across the nation. Last fall UM students 25 years of age or older comprised a 
full 37.8 percent of the student body. And that tells only part of the story.
Non-traditional students are primarily defined by age, but also as those who 
have spent two or more years out of school since high school, perhaps to work, 
serve tine in the military or start a marriage. So the actual figure for 
"non-trads," though hard to quantify, could easily be over AO percent.
Students are returning in greater numbers for a variety of reasons. The 
work span is longer in most people's lives than it used to be, and many want to
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train for a second career. The speed of technology also requires retraining at
more frequent intervals.
Some people are simply dissatisfied with their original goals and find 
that their values and interests have changed with time. In cases such as 
divorce and single parenthood, the need for increased income is paramount. 
Veterans return to take advantage of the educational benefits that come with 
their military service.
Like their counterparts at universities everywhere, UM's older, 
non-trnditional students present a picture of higher education that is 
simultaneously hopeful and complex.
Several students said that while they were initially scared to come back 
to school, they find they are more motivated, self-disciplined and focused, and 
have more common sense than the younger students. Julie Birky, who returned to 
school after her divorce to earn a degree in interpersonal communications and 
is now working for a master's, says younger students told her she was raising 
the grading curve in class because she was so serious and always studying. She 
found that although she wasn't sharp in her study skills when she first 
returned to scuool, her commitment and experience in the work world helped to 
compensate.
Kathy Pitcher, 30, a sophomore in education, echoes the thought, 
ditcher says students fresh out of high school still know how to study, but 
t iat she's more serious about it. Having more self-discipline is a definite 
advantage, says Jeff I'orberg, 30, a graduate in biology. "You have to realize 
tfere aren't any free lunches in this world, and that to get something you have 
to work for it."
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For Margaret Miller, a pre-law student whose youngest child is a junior 
in high school, coming to the university was a revelation about her own 
talents and abilities. Miller dropped out of high school in her freshman 
year, went to work, got married and had children, and for years simply didn't 
see a high school diploma as being a necessary part of life. She and her 
eldest daughter, Brenda, eventually graduated from high school together.
The major difference Miller sees between younger students and 
non-traditiona1 students is in outlook. She feels that too many of the younger 
students are out to get what they can and make a lot of money. But the older 
students, she says, "have been kicked by life once or twice, and recognize the 
need to help each other and make a contribution. They are much more outwardly 
di rected."
*Iho world of an older, non—traditiona 1 student is by no means easier, 
however, because of the greater maturity. Non-trads are challenged on several 
fronts simultaneously. Financing can be difficult to get when there are no 
recent CPA's or SAT scores to help qualify for scholarships, and grants and 
loans are usually insufficient to help an entire family when the breadwinner 
is not wor<cino. At Uff, extra help is available in the form of several 
newly-established freshman scholarships for non-traditional students entering 
the university for the first time. The first of these scholarship recipients 
will be attending the university next fall. Students may still apply for the 
scholarships by contacting UM's Finanacial Aids Office at 243-5373.
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Other problem areas for non-traditional students include housing for 
married students or families that is in chronically short supply with long 
waiting lists; day care centers that either do not exist or have waiting lists 
as loop as one—two years; and a lack of strong and appropriate academic 
advising suited to their needs. Last but not least, stress and time management 
skills are often lacking, leading to a feeling of being overwhelmed.
What advice to non-traditional students have for others who are planning 
a return to school? Plenty.
1. find a support group. At the University of Montana an organization 
for older, non-traditional students, Phoenix, is located in University Center. 
Phoenix offers valuable advice, support, and friendship, holds weekly luncheons 
with speakers of interest to non-traditional students and publishes a monthly 
newsletter.
2. Iind strong academic counseling. This was echoed over and over again 
by the students interviewed for this article. Many older students feel their 
major problems in entering university life center around rusty skills.
"Nearly half of the returning students described their academic skills as 
rusty and over half veiwed their note-taking, arithmetic and writing skills as 
problematic." ("Non—Traditiona1 Students —  A Descriptive Study of Their 
Characteristics and Problems," Masters Thesis, Nancy S. Blom, University of 
Montana, 1985). It is essential that advisers understand re-entry problems and 
st.oor non-traditional students into appropriate courses.
Margaret Miller remembers the confusion of taking a class in logic 
vdicn she had never progressed beyond her freshman year of high school math.
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Similarly, she attempted a class that required four formal papers when she 
still had no grasp of English grammar or composition.
When Julie Birkey first returned to school her adviser encouraged 
her to take sophomore- and junior-level classes, and she did. As a result, 
however, she missed the chance to gain a basic understanding of both the 
learning process and the university itself that is presented in many freshman 
classes. She had to catch up on the run.
One resource at UM to avoid such problems is the Center for Student 
Development. The center offers workshops focusing on study skills, listening 
skills and test anxiety. Remedial math and English skills classes are 
available through various departments at the university as well as through the 
Center for Continuing Education and Summer Programs.
3. Take a light load the first quarter back. Not only does it take a 
little time to get in gear mentally for school, but learning to manage classes 
effectively with work and/or running a household can be an overwhelming process 
if too much is taken on at once. Allowing time for emergencies or delays is 
extremely important.
4. Be completely aware of all financing options well in advance.
A change in status from working adult or parent to student nearly always means 
temporary poverty. Some grants affect the status of those on welfare and may 
actually do more harm than good. Loans may not be made if a loan officer 
decides that with a Pell Grant and G.I. Bill benefits - which may only total 
$350 per month in some cases - a student already has sufficient income.
At the University of Montana, financing options such as the freshman 
scholarships are now opening up for older, non-traditional students.
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5. Be equally prepared in terms of day care. Research options months in 
advance, is possible. Day care, along with financing, is one of the most 
frustrating and defeating aspect of going back to school for non-traditional 
students because of the huge expense and the lack of sufficient facilities. 
Full-time care for one child can easily run to $300 a month.
6. Maintain a flexible attitude. Class schedules are in no way 
guaranteed to coordinate smoothly with the personal schedules involved with 
work or child raising. And, once again, time for emergencies is essential.
In addition to the increased self-discipline that most older students bring to 
their studies, realistic expectations about what to expect enables them to 
accomplish more objectives with less frustration.
7. Avoid the over-achieving syndrome. In the work world, overachievers 
are often thought of as those who juggle their job and familiy responsibilities 
with community service, politics, organizations and so forth.
lor the older, non—traditional student, over—achieving is simpler to 
define. A student is suspect if he or she consistently has a clean house, 
children who wear clean clothes and is caught up with homework.
For all the complexities and difficulties non-traditional students face, 
however, they have scored a resounding success with most faculty members. The 
fact that they are more serious about learning and more self-disciplined is a 
key factor. But the non-trads also take a greater role in class participation 
and contribution. As Old Dominion doctoral candidate Kathryn Dawson wrote in 
"Mommy Is a Student," (Newsweek on Campus, Sept. 1985), "We may raise our hands 
more in class discussion. Stating an opinion aloud is no longer an
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intimidating event when compared with having a Caesarean section. We may also 
have more applied examples for what the professor is saying."
UM Professor of Management Mary Ellen Campbell agrees that older students 
"are a joy. They're so easy to teach. And they accomplish so much more."
Older students also maintain above, average grades as a group.
As the number of older, non-traditional students continues to grow at 
the University of Montana as well as around the nation - national projections 
are that 50 percent of the student population will be over 25 by 1992 and 20 
percent will be over 35 ( "Demographics of Education, Kindergarten through 
Graduate School," by Harold L. Hodgkinson, 1985) - the term "non-traditional" 
may become outdated. Older, wiser and more dedicated, today's non-traditional 
students are emerging from a quiet revolution to form a new tradition of their 
own.
